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Abstract 
The electoral enrolment of immigrants is important for effective democracy. Electoral rolls 
also provide useful administrative data on the age, regional distribution, and intercensal 
movements of the eligible voting population. An understanding of the enrolment patterns 
of recent immigrants provides information on the political integration of a section of the 
permanent resident population, and the electoral roll’s coverage of this group.  
This paper presents findings on the political participation of recent immigrants to New 
Zealand, with a focus on their level of electoral enrolment. It uses data from the 
Longitudinal Immigration Survey: New Zealand (LisNZ), which asked panel participants 
who remained at wave 3 whether they were on the electoral roll and had voted.  
The overall electoral enrolment rate of participants was compared with that of the total 
New Zealand population, and their profiles examined to identify those characteristics 
associated with enrolment. Survey regression analysis was used to identify variables that 
were significantly related to electoral enrolment.  
Recent immigrants were considerably less likely to be enrolled than members of the total 
population, with 11.6 percent not enrolled after three years of permanent residence. The 
factors most significant for enrolment were region of origin, New Zealand citizenship, and 
overall satisfaction. Also significant were application category, marital status, and home 
ownership.   
With non-citizen permanent residents having full voting rights in New Zealand, and an 
annual target of some 45,000 new approvals, the under-enrolment of recent immigrants 
shows that the numbers do not add up and there needs to be further focus on increasing 
the political integration of recent immigrants to New Zealand.  
Keywords 
Immigrants, electoral enrolment, political participation, administrative data, LisNZ 
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1 Purpose  
To present findings from Statistics NZ’s research into the political integration of recent 
immigrants to New Zealand. 
2 Introduction 
Democracy is based on the most active possible participation by the greatest possible 
number of people in the making and the application of political decisions.     
           (Alain Touraine, 1990) 
 
A democracy is distinguished by its allowing people to vote, to choose those who will 
govern them, and by its inclusiveness. As “a system of government by the whole 
population or all the eligible members of a state ...” (Oxford English Dictionary online), it 
depends on eligible people being enrolled and exercising their right to vote. However, this 
right is not necessarily available to all adults who live in a democracy; nor is it always 
taken up by those who have it.  
 
The electoral enrolment of immigrants is important for effective democracy, if this is to be 
“based on the most active possible participation by the greatest possible number of 
people” (Touraine, 1990), and if new arrivals in the country are to be incorporated into the 
electoral process and integrated into the wider society. Electoral rolls also provide useful 
administrative data on the age, regional distribution, and intercensal movements of those 
in the eligible voting population.  
Immigrant non-citizens and the right to vote  
 
While the prerequisites of citizenship and residence for voting have been challenged and 
countries’ regulations governing enfranchisement have changed – and continue to 
change – as immigrants press for political rights and the ties between citizen and nation-
state weaken (see for example, Baubőck, 2005; Earnest, 2003; Castles and Davidson, 
2000), the right to vote in national elections remains almost universally tied to a dual 
requirement of citizenship and permanent residence. Immigrant non-citizens with right of 
residence – in some countries identified as ‘resident aliens’ – may have economic, social, 
and civil rights; they may work, be required to pay taxes, and receive services (albeit 
sometimes limited) from the government; they may even be able to enter military service. 
But in most countries they have no rights, or only limited rights, to elect the 
representatives who govern them (Earnest, 2003). Indeed, even registering to vote may 
lead to a criminal conviction or, for green-card holders enrolling to vote in federal 
elections in the United States, to deportation (Semple, 2010).   
 
New Zealand is one of only a handful of countries that allow immigrants who have 
permanent residence but are not citizens – and who meet other voter eligibility 
requirements – to vote in national elections.1 Since 1975, non-citizens who have 
permanent residence status and are otherwise eligible to enrol have been able to vote in 
                                                   
1 Earnest (2003) notes that in Uruguay, non-citizen residents gain the right to vote in national elections 
after 15 years’ residence; in Malawi, seven years; and in Chile, five years. In a few other countries, 
immigrants who are non-citizen residents have gained and/or retained the right to vote in national 
elections as a result of historical precedents and attachments. For example, in Britain, you can vote if 
you are an Irish citizen, or a Commonwealth citizen with right of permanent abode; in Australia you can 
vote in federal elections if a British citizen and resident in Australia before 1984.   
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national elections after living continuously in New Zealand for one year. And along with 
other eligible adults, they are required by law to be registered on the electoral roll.  
 
However, having the right to vote and being required by law to enrol do not ensure voter 
turnout or enrolment. Unlike Australia, where eligible citizens are legally required not only 
to enrol but also to vote in federal elections, there is no legal requirement to vote in New 
Zealand.2  
Enrolment requires active engagement, which could be a barrier to immigrants. They 
must be able to access and understand the documentation, and complete and submit the 
required registration forms. While immigrants without permanent residence status but 
living in the country may (incorrectly) believe they too need to enrol – there are 
permanently resident immigrants who remain unenrolled, and outside of the electoral 
process.  
Factors associated with declining electoral participation 
There is little research on electoral enrolment, but researchers have developed various 
theories on political participation, including voter turnout in elections. A range of personal 
and structural variables have been identified as being associated with voter participation:  
• age  
• facilitative factors including education, employment, income, and proficiency in 
the (or an) official language  
• political backgrounds and experiences – often linked to country of origin and 
ethnicity 
• motivational factors, including perceived efficacy and habit formation. 
Also, certain groups in society, such as indigenous minorities and some immigrant 
groups, particularly North Asians, are less likely to engage with the electoral system 
through the ballot box than others. (See, for example, Archer and Coletto, 2007; 
Bevelander and Pendakur, 2009; Catt, 2005; Jedwab, 2006; Lapp, 1999; Park, 2006; 
White et al, 2006.) 3 
Age  
Internationally, age has been linked to voter turnout. Being young has been found to be a 
strong predictor of non-enrolment and not voting (Bevelander and Pendakur, 2009; Catt, 
2005; Milan, 2005).4 Young people who do not participate in traditional political activities 
like voting may still be interested in political issues and be politically engaged (Elections 
Canada, 2003). However, low youth voter turnout has raised concerns that failure to 
engage with the electoral process when young might become a habit not “grown out of” 
(Catt, 2005).  
The youth effect has been found to extend to young immigrants, whose participation 
patterns align with those of their native-born peers with acculturation. 
                                                   
2 In Australia, declining electoral enrolments are raising concerns (Brent, 2008; Australian Electoral 
Commission, nd). Only 92.3 percent of eligible Australians were enrolled at the time of the 2007 federal 
election; by June 2010 this figure had fallen to an estimated 89.7 percent (Australian Electoral 
Commission, nd).   
3 For further information on declining voter behaviour not addressing the specific case of immigrant 
voting, see the work of Jack Vowles and his colleagues using New Zealand Election Study data 
(www.nzes.org).  
4 In Australia at June 2010, an estimated 77.5 percent of those aged 18–25 years were enrolled 
(Australian Electoral Commission, nd). In New Zealand, the figure for 18–24-year-olds at 30 June 2010 
was 73.8 percent ([NZ] Electoral Commission website, 15 July 2010). 
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Socio-economic capital and status 
Socio-economic capital and status in the form of educational levels and income have both 
been found to be positively related to political participation and voter turnout. Those with 
more education and income have more personal resources, status, and time to bring to 
political interests. They are also more likely to have greater efficacy, to be in touch with 
political issues, and to engage in mainstream political activities (Bevelander and 
Pendakur, 2009).  
 
The link between education and voter turnout is not clear for every immigrant group, 
however. Immigrants to New Zealand (and elsewhere) from North Asia, while often highly 
educated as former international students and/or skilled migrants, record very low levels 
of political participation (Buck, 2009; Ip, 2001; Park, 2006). 
 
Social factors including social capital, efficacy, representation, and civic literacy or 
knowledge of the electoral system also affect voter turnout. Socio-demographic attributes 
and social capital – the “social networks and the associated norms of reciprocity and 
trustworthiness” (Putnam, 2007) – are, Bevelander and Pendakur (2009) argue, more 
important for voter turnout than immigration status per se and ethnicity. Low levels of civic 
trust and efficacy contribute to low voter turnout, low voter turnout to leaving decision 
making in the hands of fewer people, and lack of participation to the ongoing 
disengagement of potential voters (Catt, 2005; Electoral Commission, 2007; Putnam, 
2001, 2007).  
Trust and political participation, Putnam found, could be fostered through activities within 
an ethnic community. Ethnic density in an area increased social cohesion, trust, and voter 
participation. In contrast, greater ethnic diversity was related to decreased ethnic density, 
lower levels of social cohesion and capital, smaller networks, less community 
involvement, lower levels of trust and efficacy, and lower levels of voter registration 
(Putnam, 2007). Supporting this, Kant (2010) found in a study of Latinos that 
discrimination affected the joining of non-ethnic organisations but did not result in lower 
voter turnout.  
Institutional and structural factors 
Institutional and structural factors including voter eligibility and registration practices, and 
host society policies surrounding diversity, immigrant minorities and non-citizens, also 
affect immigrants’ levels of involvement in political activities. With so few situations where 
immigrant non-citizen residents can vote in national elections, research coverage has 
generally been restricted to those resident in a country long enough to gain citizenship.  
 
In the United States in 2000, around 60 percent of Latinos and Asians were ineligible to 
vote because they were too young or were not citizens (Passel, 2004). In comparison, 
only around 30 percent of blacks and whites were ineligible for those reasons. 
 
In New Zealand, age is a limiting factor and temporary residents cannot vote, but 
coverage is more universal, with the potential voter pool including all immigrants aged 18 
years and over with permanent residence status and 12 months’ residency. 
Source regions 
Notwithstanding the restrictions placed on non-citizen immigrants in many countries, 
some eligible immigrants and others in non-indigenous ethnic minority groups have 
higher voter turnout rates overall than total voter populations (Bevelander and Pendakur, 
2009; Tactaquin, 2004). However, this greater level of voter participation among minority 
groups has not extended across Asian groups, particularly those from North Asia. Studies 
have found lower voter turnouts in America and New Zealand among immigrants from 
North Asia than among other groups (Bevelander and Pendakur, 2009; Buck, 2009; Ip, 
2001; Ministry of Social Development, 2008; Park, 2006).  
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Little has been written on the electoral participation of ethnic minorities other than Māori 
and North Asians in New Zealand. However, a Colmar Brunton (2009) survey of voter 
and non-voter satisfaction after the 2008 elections found 79.3 percent of the Pacific 
sample interviewed had voted. This percentage was higher than that for the youth, Asian, 
and Māori interviewed (64.8 percent, 71.0 percent, and 77.0 percent, respectively) and 
very close to the overall national turnout rate of 79.5 percent. 5 
Electoral enrolment data as a sign of political 
engagement and as administrative data 
While voter turnout often provides the only data available to measure formal political 
participation, it alone is not a clear measure of level of interest and political participation. 
Internationally, younger people have increasingly been turning to other forms of 
participation (Catt, 2005; Putnam, 2007; Milan, 2005), and lower voter turnouts may be 
matched by greater interest in and knowledge about politics (Putnam, 2007). Where 
electoral enrolment is possible (or even – at least theoretically – compulsory) and can 
also be measured, it provides valuable information regarding engagement in the political 
process by identifying those who have enrolled, and thereby placed themselves in a 
position to choose whether or not to vote.  
Electoral enrolment also provides administrative data about the regional distribution of the 
eligible voting population in New Zealand. While electoral data have limitations, they can 
contribute to intercensal estimates of the electoral-aged residential population (Statistics 
New Zealand, 2011). With immigration policies aimed at attracting around 45,000 
immigrants per year, immigrants constitute a considerable percentage of the total New 
Zealand population. They also tend to be relatively mobile in their early years of 
settlement. Thus, an understanding of the electoral enrolment patterns of recent migrants 
can contribute to an understanding of both the political engagement of immigrants and 
the quality of the electoral roll as an administrative data source for statistical purposes.  
                                                   
5 The 77.0 percent turnout rate of the 278 Māori interviewed in this survey was lower than the overall 
voter turnout of 79.5 percent of registered voters and 77.8 percent of the voting aged population (IDEA, 
2010), but considerably higher than that of Māori voting in Māori electorates in the 2008 elections. The 
highest voter turnout in a Māori electorate in 2008 was in Waiariki, with 64.5 percent of those enrolled. 
(Electoral Commission, Feb. 2009).   
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3 This study 
This paper presents findings on the political participation of recent immigrants, with a 
focus on their level of electoral enrolment. It uses data from the Longitudinal Immigration 
Survey: New Zealand (LisNZ), which asked those panel participants who remained at 
wave 3, after three years of permanent residence, whether they were on the electoral roll 
and had voted.  
First, the LisNZ study itself and the research process will be briefly outlined. Then the 
enrolment rate of the immigrant group will be compared with that of the total New Zealand 
population, and their profiles examined using a descriptive analysis to identify the 
characteristics associated with electoral enrolment as an indication of immigrant political 
engagement and integration into the wider society.  
Regression analysis will then be used to identify those characteristics most closely 
associated with electoral enrolment, and the research findings discussed to show which 
groups are more likely to be “falling through the cracks”, and where and why the numbers 
might not be adding up.    
  11 
4 The Longitudinal Immigration Survey: New Zealand 
(LisNZ) and methodology used 
The Longitudinal Immigration Survey: New Zealand (LisNZ), jointly administered by the 
Department of Labour and Statistics NZ, was designed to collect longitudinal data on 
immigrants’ settlement, interviewing a panel of participants during their first three years 
as permanent residents in New Zealand.  
The target population was all voluntary immigrants excluding those from Niue, the Cook 
Islands, and Tokelau (all entitled to reside in New Zealand as New Zealand citizens), and 
Australia (entitled to reside without a permit or visa). The survey included immigrants 
arriving to take up permanent residence, and a larger percentage that were already here 
and transitioning from temporary permits to permanent residence. 
The participants for the survey were selected from immigrants who were voluntary 
migrants approved for permanent residence in New Zealand between 1 November 2004 
and 31 October 2005. Individual immigrants were used for the selection of the survey 
sample, collection of data, and analysis of results. Participants could be dependants but 
were required to be at least 16 years old at the wave 1 round of interviews (so would 
have been at least 18 years of age, and therefore eligible to vote, at wave 3).  
From a sample of 12,202 immigrants randomly selected from approved immigrants for 
the study, 7,137 individuals, including primary and secondary applicants and 66 percent 
of the original sample, made up the panel for wave 1. They were weighted to represent 
the 36,220 immigrants approved for residence (and arriving, if they were approved 
offshore) during the designated period. The survey employed a stratified design, with 40 
strata based on combinations of source country (nationality/region of origin), immigrant 
application group, and type of visa (onshore or offshore approval). 
As those who were approved for permanent residence offshore could arrive up to one 
year after approval of their application, the arrival or onshore residence approval date 
(RAD) period for participants was from 1 November 2004 to 31 October 2006. The survey 
interviewed migrants at around 6 months (wave 1), 18 months (wave 2), and 36 months 
(wave 3) after their uptake of permanent residence, using computer-assisted, face-to-face 
interviews and any of seven designated survey languages (English, Mandarin, 
Cantonese, Samoan, Korean, Hindi, and Punjabi). Wave 1 interviews occurred between 1 
May 2005 and 30 April 2007, wave 2 interviews between 1 May 2006 and 30 April 2008, 
and wave 3 interviews between 1 November 2007 and 31 October 2009. 
Of the original panel of 7,137 participants, 6,069 were interviewed at wave 2, and 5,144 
were interviewed at wave 3 (above the targeted 5,000, and 72.1 percent of the original 
panel). Questions on electoral enrolment and voting activities were asked only at wave 3.  
The analysis in this paper is based on the 5,144 participants remaining at wave 3, those 
identified by Statistics NZ as “longitudinal respondents”,6 and more particularly on those 
who answered the wave 3 question regarding electoral enrolment.7 Most of those 
interviewed at wave 3 – some 5,029 participants – reported whether they were on the 
                                                   
6 For more information on the LisNZ survey, see the Statistics NZ website at www.stats.govt.nz. 
7 Data on enrolment was preferred over that on voting as wave 3 interviews took place 2007–09 and, 
given the very low national voter turnout in local elections, responses would have been heavily 
influenced by the timing of the third interview (ie, before or after the November 2008 general election).   
 
Immigrants and electoral enrolment: Do the numbers add up? 
 12 
electoral roll or not. This group, representing a weighted population of 33,800 immigrants, 
is analysed in the findings. 
Percentages and other findings were weighted, randomly rounded (RR10), and counts 
below 20 suppressed for confidentiality reasons.  
A survey logistic procedure (using SAS version 9.1) is used for the multiple regression 
model and analysis in the multivariate findings presented later in the paper. With only 
those cases that are complete on all variables used in the model, 96 of the 5,029 
observations read were dropped from the regression due to missing values for 
explanatory variables. This left 4,933 observations read (with a weighted total of 33,140) 
for the regression analysis.  
The survey logistic regression procedure provided for the complex survey design used for 
LisNZ with its weighting of respondent data based on 40 strata across three variables 
(nationality/region of origin, immigration application group, and onshore or offshore 
approval).
  13 
5 Findings  
Electoral enrolment patterns 
This section will compare the electoral enrolment of those immigrants interviewed in 
LisNZ with the enrolment of the total eligible New Zealand population, and examine their 
personal characteristics using single variable analyses to see which factors seem to be 
more closely associated with electoral enrolment. As many variables are interrelated, 
however, taking them one at a time may not give the whole picture.  
Immigrants have lower rates of enrolment than the total population 
Immigrants were less likely to be on the electoral roll than age-eligible members of the 
total population. Over 95 percent of all age-eligible New Zealanders were reported to be 
registered on the electoral roll at the time of the general (national) election in November 
2008 (Electoral Commission, 2009), midway through the wave 3 round of interviews.8   
At wave 3, over twice the percentage of participants remained unenrolled (11.6 percent, 
representing around 4,000 recent immigrants) as the percentage of the total population 
not enrolled at November 2008 (see Figure 1).  
  
                                                   
8 Percentages calculated by the Electoral Commission use estimated population statistics at year ending 
30 June.   
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Figure 1  
1. Percentages of total eligibl e N ew Zeal anders and LisNZ participants on the el ectoral  roll, at  8 N ovember 2008 and wave 3, r espec ti vel y 
Percentages of total eligible New Zealanders and LisNZ participants on the 
electoral roll, at 8 November 2008 and wave 3, respectively 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Given the practice of engaging in enrolment campaigns prior to general elections in New 
Zealand, election-day enrolment figures would have represented a high point in overall 
electoral enrolments, and it could be expected that by June 2011 the percentage enrolled 
nationally would have been at a low point.9 However, the proportion of the total population 
enrolled at 30 June 2011 (89.8 percent) was still marginally higher than the proportion of 
survey participants enrolled at wave 3 (88.4 percent). 
                                                   
9 The electoral enrolment update campaign was launched by the Electoral Enrolment Centre on Monday 
30 May 2011 to get eligible people onto the electoral roll for the 26 November 2011 general election. 
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Age and marital status were linked with enrolment  
While sex was not found to be an important variable in immigrants’ electoral enrolment,10 
age was associated with immigrant and total electoral enrolments alike. As shown in 
Figure 2, New Zealanders aged 50 and over were very likely to be enrolled at the time of 
the 2008 election (with 98.8 percent and 99.0 percent enrolled for those aged 50–59 and 
60+, respectively), but enrolment rates declined as age groups were younger. There was 
a significant gap between the estimated residential population and those on the electoral 
roll in the lowest age group. Only 79.8 per cent of those aged 18–24 years were enrolled, 
compared with 90.0 per cent of those aged 25–29 years.  
Youth under-enrolment, noted in Helena Catt’s analysis of youth’s lack of engagement 
with the electoral system in New Zealand (Catt, 2005), is of ongoing concern to the 
Electoral Commission. 
Figure 2  
2. Esti mated resi denti al popul ati on and elec tor al enrol ment for the total N ew Zeal and voting-aged population, by ag e group  
 
 
As in the total population, immigrant youth were less likely than their older counterparts to 
enrol (see Figure 3). However, apart from those from North Asia, who have a more 
youthful profile than other immigrant groups, immigrant youth were more likely to have 
enrolled overall than members of their age group in the total population. There was a 
smaller improvement in participant enrolments by the second age group (aged 25–29 
years) compared with that found in total New Zealand enrolments.  
 
Across older age groups, fewer LisNZ participants than people in the total population 
were enrolled. Enrolment declined among immigrants aged 60 and over in contrast to the 
higher – nearly 100 percent – enrolment levels found in older age groups at a national 
level.  
 
  
                                                   
10 86.7 percent of females were enrolled by wave 3, compared with 90.2 percent of males. The voter 
participation rate was lower for both sexes, and the gap between them slightly larger, with 54.6 percent 
of females and 59.6 percent of males voting.   
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Immigrants and electoral enrolment: Do the numbers add up? 
 16 
Figure 3  
3. Elec tor al enr olment of  LisNZ  partici pants , by age group  
 
Enrolment rates also varied with marital status. Being married and accompanied by a 
spouse or partner was associated with higher rates of electoral enrolment. Of the nearly 
three-quarters of participants who were partnered, nine out of ten were enrolled. A slightly 
lower 88.2 percent of those who were separated, divorced, or widowed were enrolled.  
Enrolment rates were lowest (83.3 percent) among the 7.3 percent who were single and 
had never been married. Three-quarters of this singles group were under 30 years of 
age. 
Higher qualifications were associated with higher enrolment 
Higher qualifications were associated with higher levels of enrolment, but the spread was 
low (5.3 percentage points) and there was little difference between those with only school 
qualifications and those with none (see Figure 4). In fact, those with no qualifications 
were a little more likely to have voted (85.1 percent) than those with school qualifications 
(83.2 percent).  
This pattern likely reflected the national backgrounds (and age profiles) of the immigrants 
in each of these two groups. Nearly one-quarter (23.3 percent) of South Africans and 
closer to one-half (46.9 percent) of those from the Pacific had no qualifications. Among 
the Asian nationalities, those from South East Asia were more likely to have no 
qualifications (17.0 percent) than those from North Asia or South Asia (12.6 percent and 
10.9 percent, respectively). Those with no qualifications were most commonly aged 25–
54.  
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Figure 4  
4. Elec tor al enr olment by highest educational  qualification 
 
Where immigrants came from affected electoral enrolment  
Participants in the LisNZ survey represented immigrants from a range of socio-political 
and economic backgrounds approved under several immigration categories. Following 
2003 changes in the selection of skilled migrants, there has been a shift back to greater 
proportions of immigrants coming from our traditional source regions, particularly Great 
Britain.  
 
However, Asian immigration approval numbers have remained high overall. North Asia 
(predominantly China) was the second-largest source region for approvals from which the 
LisNZ sample was drawn, behind the United Kingdom and Ireland. South Asia 
(predominantly India) was the fourth-largest source region (behind South Africa).   
 
By region of origin, participants from North Asia had the lowest rate of electoral 
registration of any group (see Figure 5). At 79.3 percent, this was over 10 percentage 
points lower than enrolments for participants from the United Kingdom, Ireland, South 
Africa, ‘Other’ source regions, and South Asia. It was also 5 percentage points lower than 
the next-lowest group by region of origin: the Pacific (84.6 percent).   
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Figure 5  
5. Elec tor al enr olment by r egion of origin 
 
Investigating below the source region level, at the country of origin level, for countries 
with 1,000 or more remaining participants, further highlighted intra-regional differences 
(see Table 1). With 93.1 percent enrolled (just 2.2 percentage points behind the total 
enrolment figure for New Zealand at the 2008 general elections), Great Britain – the 
largest source of immigrants represented in the panel – had the highest rate of electoral 
enrolment. China, second only behind Great Britain as a source of permanent resident 
approvals for the period, had the lowest rate. With little over three-quarters enrolled, 
immigrants from China were considerably less likely than not only those from Great 
Britain, but also those from India and South Korea, to be enrolled.  
The two largest source countries in the Pacific, Fiji and Samoa, also indicated differences 
in enrolment between Pacific source countries. However, with the Pacific backgrounds of 
Indo-Fijians approved for residence (mainly under the Skilled Migrant Category), these 
differences were less marked than those between Asian sources.  
Enrolment rates for immigrants from the United States were lower than for immigrants 
from the two other large ‘western’ sources, Great Britain and South Africa, and from India, 
Fiji, and South Korea.  
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Table 1  
1. Enr ol ment by source countr y (pl us total r eported voter participati on)  
Enrolment by source country (plus total reported voter participation) 
Country Weighted number Enrolled (%) Voted (%) 
Great Britain 10,790 93.1 54.8 
China 4,350 77.6 53.0 
South Africa 3,300 91.7 57.9 
India 2,480 91.1 68.0 
Fiji 2,210 87.7 53.4 
Samoa 1,310 81.0 63.8 
South Korea 1,080 86.9 52.8 
United States 1,000 85.7 66.7 
 
Voting turnouts reported by immigrants are also shown by source country in Table 1 as 
an indicator of the various degrees of political participation that may be found between 
and within regional groups – and as a reminder that total voter turnout does not 
necessarily reflect total electoral enrolment.11 While recent immigrants from Great Britain 
were the most likely to have enrolled, they were only marginally more likely to have voted 
than immigrants from China, the country with the lowest enrolment rate.  
 
Voter activity for immigrants in the LisNZ survey was lower than the national turnout of 
79.5 percent of those enrolled and 75.1 percent of those eligible to vote at the general 
election in November 2008 (www.elections.org.nz).12  
English language ability was associated with enrolment 
The language or languages immigrants spoke and their facility in English were associated 
with where they came from, their age, educational levels, and cultures. Six out of ten 
participants reported speaking English as a main language. Nearly three-quarters of the 
rest, while not identifying English as a main language, reported that they spoke it well. 
Just 11.3 percent (most aged 50 years or older) reported only moderate to poor English 
language ability.  
 
Among those with English as a main language, nearly 92 percent were enrolled – 7 
percentage points more than the rate of those with good English language ability, and 12 
percentage points more than that of participants with moderate to poor ability. Given the 
small percentage who had only moderate to poor English, however, those with English as 
a main language or one they spoke well constituted a significant proportion (80.4 percent) 
of the unenrolled (see Figure 6). This suggests that factors other than language were 
more closely associated with non-enrolment than English language ability per se.  
 
  
                                                   
11 In fact, a small percentage of those who said that they had voted also reported that they were not 
enrolled or that they were not sure whether they were or not.  
12 This low immigrant turnout may be accounted for in part by the timing of the general election mid-way 
through the third round of interviews for wave 3. 
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Figure 6  
6. Elec tor al enr olment by English l ang uage ability  
 
Immigration category was an important factor in enrolment  
 
Applicants can gain permanent residence status in New Zealand through one of three 
immigration streams: business/skilled, family-linked, and international/humanitarian. The 
business, skilled, and family categories for voluntary migrants are related to personal 
characteristics; English language ability; educational qualifications, work experience, and 
skills; financial means (for business applicants); and familial relationship with permanent 
residents or citizens; along with prevailing immigration priorities.  
 
Most categories are open to applicants from all source countries. The exceptions are the 
regionally based Pacific Access Category (PAC) and Samoan Quota.  
 
Immigrant application categories showed wide variation in electoral enrolment (see 
Figure 7). The 13.5 percentage point spread (80.0 percent to 93.5 percent) reflected the 
differences in attributes required by different categories for approval. Those in the Skilled 
Migrant Category (SMC) were the most likely to have enrolled, Family-Other (for 
example, siblings) and Samoan Quota approvals the least likely.  
Within the two Pacific groups, those in the PAC, including immigrants from Tonga, 
Tuvalu, and Kiribati, were more likely to have enrolled (86.9 percent) than those in the 
Samoan Quota (80.5 percent). This higher enrolment was not reflected in higher voter 
turnout, with Samoan Quota arrivals more likely to report that they had voted.13  
  
                                                   
13 Just over half of all PAC immigrants, compared with three-quarters of Samoan Quota 
immigrants, had voted. Between one-quarter and one-third of those enrolled in the Family 
categories, the SMC, and the Talent Category had not voted.  
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Figure 7  
7. Elec tor al enr olment by i mmigrati on approval categor y  
 
Length of time in New Zealand made little difference to enrolment  
Living in New Zealand before gaining permanent residence status had no apparent effect 
on rates of electoral enrolment. A large proportion of immigrants – some seven in ten – 
were already in New Zealand when they applied for permanent residence, but their time 
in the country before approval did not translate into greater enrolment rates by wave 3; 
88.0 percent of onshore approvals were enrolled, compared with 89.2 percent of offshore 
approvals.  
Youth was associated with the non-enrolment of onshore applicants. Two-thirds of former 
international students were under 25 years of age (most single), with only 18.2 percent 
enrolled. Over three-quarters of the largest permit group approved onshore for permanent 
residence, that is, those moving from ‘other work permits’ (permits other than working 
holidays and long-term business visas), were aged 25–44 years, with 90.2 percent 
enrolled.  
Full-time employment and higher incomes were related to higher 
enrolments  
Employment is an important means by which working-aged immigrants can acculturate, 
integrate, and gain a ‘place’ in the host society (see for example, Henderson, 2002; 
Chiswick and Miller, 2008; Stillman and Maré, 2009; Winkelmann and Winkelmann, 
1998). Thus being employed was expected to be positively associated with electoral 
enrolment. This was the case for those who were engaged in full-time paid work, with 
90.1 percent enrolled. Results for immigrants in other labour market situations were less 
clear, with the following rates of enrolment reported: 
• 86.5 percent for casual paid workers 
• 85.5 percent for those looking for work 
• 83.9 percent for those engaged in activities outside the labour force 
• 66.7 percent for the small number in unpaid work.  
Higher income is also linked to higher voter turnout. Using an income measurement 
based on overall income derived from hourly earnings (with earning quintiles from 1 
[lowest] to 5 [highest]) for those who reported overall personal earnings, electoral 
enrolment increased overall as reported earnings increased, from a low of 83.0 percent to 
a high of 95.5 percent – a difference of 12.5 percentage points between highest and 
lowest earner groups (see Table 2).  
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Within groups by region of origin there was considerable variation at the lower earnings 
quintiles. This gap closed at the highest quintile for all but one group, the Pacific group, 
with a downward trend from the second to the fifth quintile. However, nearly three-
quarters of Pacific immigrants fell within the first and second quintiles and the highest 
earnings quintile included only a very small percentage of participants (3.7 percent). With 
large proportions of participants from every region not reporting an income (from a lowest 
30.1 percent for South East Asians to 64.4 percent for North East Asians), enrolment by 
earnings results can only be taken as (approximately) indicative for those reporting 
income levels.14 
Table 2  
2. Elec tor al enr olment by earni ngs qui ntile and region of origin for those reporting an income  
Electoral enrolment by earnings quintile and region of origin for those reporting an 
income 
 
Where immigrants lived in New Zealand had little effect on 
enrolment 
Where immigrants lived in New Zealand at the time of their final interview appeared to 
have very little effect on enrolment patterns. The enrolment rate for those resident in 
Auckland stood at 87.6 percent. In other parts of the North Island and in the South Island 
the rates were slightly higher (89.5 percent and 88.5 percent, respectively), and there 
was very little variation (1.7 percent) across the three regional councils for the cities with 
the largest numbers of immigrants from the survey: Auckland, Wellington, and 
Christchurch. Enrolment in smaller areas of immigrant settlement varied more widely (a 
range of nearly 20 percent), with the small numbers of immigrants involved in many 
cases driving these differences. 
Home ownership was more important 
Home ownership made a difference to enrolment. Among the half of remaining 
participants who owned or partly owned their own home, 91.7 percent were enrolled. 
Where the home was owned by another family member, enrolment dropped to 82.1 
percent, with similar outcomes (81.8 percent ) where the home was owned by a non-
family member who was living in the dwelling (reflecting a boarding, shared flatting, or 
multiple-household type situation with two or more households living in one dwelling).  
More commonly, if participants did not own their home, they lived in dwellings owned by 
an absent landlord. These participants were more likely to be enrolled (86.4 percent) than 
in other situations where they did not own their home, but less likely than owner-
occupiers.  
                                                   
14 Around half of those who did not report earnings were employed, usually full-time.  
Earnings 
quintile 
 
Percentage enrolled by region of origin  Total 
UK/ 
Ireland 
South 
Africa 
North 
America 
Cont. 
Europe/ 
Russia 
North 
Asia 
South 
Asia 
South 
East 
Asia 
Pacific 
Other/ 
unkno
wn  
1 86.2 90.9 75.0 66.7 74.5 91.5 75.8 81.8 85.7 83.0 
2 92.0 100.0 78.6 90.0 85.5 96.9 87.1 89.9 90.5 89.6 
3 88.2 92.6 94.4 83.3 93.6 95.2 84.2 87.5 84.4 89.8 
4 93.4 93.8 91.7 73.9 97.6 88.9 95.8 84.2 88.9 92.3 
5 97.2 96.7 91.2 92.7 89.5 95.7 92.9 80.0 100.0 95.5 
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Citizenship increased enrolment figures a little  
With citizenship not a prerequisite for voting, would those who remained non-citizen 
residents at wave 3 be enrolled? The data showed that the large majority who remained 
non-citizen residents (82.1 percent, or 27,750 of those immigrants remaining) were a little 
less likely to be enrolled overall than the 17.9 percent (just over 6,000 immigrants) who 
had become citizens. The enrolment rate was 88.1 percent for non-citizen residents, 
compared with 89.7 percent for those who had became citizens. While new citizens 
would not necessarily vote,15 they were more likely to be enrolled, perhaps because the 
Electoral Enrolment Centre follows up with new citizens (Privacy Commissioner, nd).16  
Overall satisfaction was also important  
Overall satisfaction was an important factor for electoral enrolment. The majority of 
immigrants (91.8 percent) reported that they were either very satisfied or satisfied overall, 
and most were enrolled (see Figure 8). Those who were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 
were nearly 10 percentage points less likely than the very satisfied to have enrolled. The 
few participants who were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied (these categories aggregated 
because of small numbers) trailed further behind. The large percentage of participants 
who said they were very satisfied or satisfied meant that these groups still provided the 
majority of unenrolled immigrants.   
Figure 8  
8. Elec tor al enr olment by overall satis faction 
 
  
                                                   
15 In fact, those who were citizens were considerably more likely to have voted in an election than those 
who were not (65.1 percent against 55.4 percent), though timing of interviews may have had some 
influence on this result with later interviews conducted after the 2008 general election. Of the 190 
participants who were not sure whether they had voted in an election or not, most (84.2 percent) were 
non-citizens.  
16 Matches were carried out by the Electoral Enrolment Centre to find unenrolled or relocated voters: 
driver licence information, motor vehicle registration, beneficiary and student information, and citizenship 
and passport information. A further check was made against the Department of Labour’s data to remove 
ineligible migrants (see Privacy Commissioner, nd). Note that on 1 July 2012 the statutory responsibility 
for electoral enrolment functions was transferred from the Electoral Enrolment Centre (a division of NZ 
Post Ltd) to be directly controlled by the Electoral Commission (see 
http://www.elections.org.nz/study/news/responsibility-for-electoral-enrolment-moves-to-electoral-
commission.html). 
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No clear link between feeling settled and electoral enrolment 
In contrast to the clear association of level of satisfaction with enrolment, no clear link 
was found between feeling settled and enrolment. Those who felt very settled were the 
most likely to have enrolled (90.1 percent), and were considerably more likely to have 
enrolled than those who felt unsettled or very unsettled (83.3 percent). However, they 
were only marginally more likely to have enrolled than those who felt neither settled nor 
unsettled (89.5 percent), and the latter group were, in turn, more likely to have enrolled 
than those who reported that they felt settled (87.0 percent). 
As in Kant’s (2010) findings regarding Latinos’ patterns of naturalisation and political 
participation, experiencing discrimination in the 12 months prior to an interview was not 
found to adversely affect enrolment, with the same rounded percentage enrolled for those 
who did and did not report discrimination.  
Multivariate analysis 
The previous section investigated the relationship between immigrant characteristics and 
enrolment patterns by considering each variable separately, but not controlling for other 
differences. The following section presents the findings from using logistic regression 
analysis to identify which variables were the most important taking into account 
differences within all other variables. SAS survey logistic regression, controlled for survey 
weighting and design,17 identified those variables that were statistically significant, all 
other things being equal (ceteris paribus), for the probability of the immigrants remaining 
in the LisNZ study at wave 3 being on the electoral roll.  
The most important variables for electoral enrolment, all other 
things being equal 
Six variables were found to be significant for electoral enrolment at the p<0.05 (5%) level 
(see Table 3). The three most significant variables identified (each significant at the 
p<0.001 level) were region of origin, New Zealand citizenship, and overall satisfaction.  
Also significant at the p<0.01 (1%) level was immigration application approval category.18  
Two further variables were significant at the p<0.05 level: marital status and home 
ownership.  
Surprisingly, while marital status was significant at the p<0.05 level, all other things being 
equal, the more commonly identified variable for electoral participation, age group, was 
not. At p=0.055, age group was marginally outside the p<0.05 level, and significant only 
at the p<0.10 level. Nor were other factors like onshore/offshore approval (an indicator of 
overall length of residence in New Zealand), educational qualifications, English language 
ability, employment-related factors, experiencing discrimination, where in the country one 
lived, or how settled one felt, significant at the p<0.05 level.     
  
                                                   
17 The sample was weighted by immigration application category, nationality/region of origin, and 
onshore/offshore approval in a complex survey design including 40 strata and weights adjusted after 
each wave of interviews, the wave 3 weights being used for this paper’s non-longitudinal analysis.   
18 In accounting for the effects of survey design and weighting on results, the survey logistic regression 
procedure provided a lower level of statistical significance across a more restricted group of statistically 
significant independent variables than found using a straight logistical regression. However, an 
unweighted logistic regression produced the same four most significant variables, plus home ownership, 
at the p<0.01 level. 
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Table 3  
3. Sur vey logistic anal ysis  of effect of variables   
Survey logistic analysis of effect of variables 
Analysis of effects of variables 
Effect 
DF 
Wald 
Pr > ChiSq 
Chi-Square 
Age group  5 10.8221 0.055 
Sex 1 2.633 0.1047 
Marital status 2 9.0305 **0.0109 
Region of origin 8 30.4179 ***0.0002 
Application approval category 8 22.1405 ***0.0047 
Onshore/offshore approval 1 1.5099 0.2192 
Principal/secondary applicant 1 0.0046 0.9462 
Highest educational qualification 3 2.8043 0.4228 
English language ability  2 3.1735 0.2046 
Labour market activity 3 6.573 0.0868 
Occupation 9 14.8164 0.0961 
Earnings quintile 5 6.7974 0.2362 
NZ region at interview 2 4.3957 0.111 
Home ownership 1 4.4206 **0.0355 
Experienced discrimination 1 1.6951 0.1929 
Feeling settled 3 6.8558 0.0766 
Whether a New Zealand citizen or not 1 11.96 ***0.0005 
Overall satisfaction 3 17.0201 ***0.0007 
** statistically significant at the p=<0.05 (5%) level    
*** statistically significant at the p=<0.01 (1%) level 
    
 
 
Table 4 provides a breakdown of results for each of the six variables identified as 
statistically significant at the p<0.05 level through an analysis of maximum likelihood 
estimates and odds ratio estimates. In each case, the first category in each variable is the 
referent used for comparison.  
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Table 4  
4. Anal ysis  of maxi mum li kelihood and odds ratio es timates for  vari abl es signi ficant at the p< 0.05 level  
Analysis of maximum likelihood and odds ratio estimates for variables significant 
at the p<0.05 level 
Variable 
 
Analysis of maximum likelihood estimates Odds ratio estimates 
Estimate Standard error Pr > ChiSq 
Point 
estimate 
95% Wald confidence 
limits 
Region of origin        
 
  
  UK/Ireland     (ref.)   
 
(ref.) 
  South Africa -0.1948 0.2921 0.5048 0.823 0.464 1.459 
  North America -0.6105 0.2927 0.037** 0.543 0.306 0.964 
  Continental Europe/Russia -0.0689 0.3452 0.8417 0.933 0.474 1.836 
  North Asia -0.5795 0.2555 **0.0233 0.56 0.339 0.924 
  South Asia 0.4337 0.2744 0.114 1.543 0.901 2.642 
  South East Asia -0.4666 0.2366 **0.0486 0.627 0.394 0.997 
  Pacific -0.2767 0.2535 0.2751 0.758 0.461 1.246 
  Other 0.1111 0.3222 0.7302 1.118 0.594 2.101 
Citizenship        
 
  
  NZ citizen    (ref.)   
 
(ref.) 
  Not a NZ citizen -0.5452 0.1576 ***0.0005 0.58 0.426 0.79 
Overall satisfaction        
 
  
  Very satisfied    (ref.)   
 
(ref.) 
  Satisfied -0.1399 0.1519 0.3572 0.869 0.646 1.171 
  Not satisfied nor dissatisfied -0.8966 0.2614 ***0.0006 0.408 0.244 0.681 
  Dissatisfied or very dissatisfied -1.4569 0.5139 ***0.0046 0.233 0.085 0.638 
Immigration application category        
 
  
  Business categories    (ref.)   
 
(ref.) 
  Family – Other  -0.2192 0.3242 0.4989 0.803 0.425 1.516 
  Family – Parent -0.7836 0.4037 0.0522 0.457 0.207 1.008 
  Family – Partner -0.2185 0.2951 0.4592 0.804 0.451 1.433 
  Pacific Access Category -0.2224 0.4152 0.5922 0.801 0.355 1.806 
  Samoan Quota -0.1241 0.3794 0.7437 0.883 0.42 1.858 
  General Skills Category 0.4742 0.4296 0.2697 1.607 0.692 3.729 
  Skilled Migrant Category -0.2078 0.4167 0.618 0.812 0.359 1.838 
  Other (including Talent) 0.3667 0.2901 0.2063 1.443 0.817 2.548 
Marital status        
 
  
  Never married    (ref.)   
 
(ref.) 
  Married/partnered 0.4785 0.1594 ***0.0027 1.614 1.181 2.206 
  Separated, divorced, widowed 0.4067 0.2454 0.0975 1.502 0.928 2.43 
Home ownership        
 
  
  Owns dwelling     (ref.)   
 
(ref.) 
  Does not own dwelling -0.2929 0.1393 **0.0355 0.746 0.568 0.98 
**  statistically significant at the p=<0.05 level 
*** statistically significant at the p=<0.01 level 
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The source region immigrants came from made a difference in enrolment. Rates of 
enrolment were in some cases significantly different from that of the reference group, the 
United Kingdom and Ireland. Participants from the UK and Ireland were, for the most part, 
from a similar linguistic, cultural, and political background to New Zealand. Given this, it 
could be expected that they would navigate the enrolment process without difficulty and 
be more likely to enrol than those from most other regions. Such was the case.  
Participants from Continental Europe and Russia had enrolment patterns only slightly 
lower overall, all other things being equal, but those from North America, a predominantly 
Anglo western democracy, were significantly less likely to have enrolled than their British 
and Irish counterparts.  
More predictably, those from North Asia and South East Asia were also significantly less 
likely to have enrolled. Only immigrants from South Asia (predominantly from India and 
Sri Lanka) and ‘other’ regions (including the Middle East, South America, and Africa other 
than South Africa) were more likely to have enrolled than British and Irish immigrants. 
Within these groups there were considerable variations, as shown in the lack of maximum 
likelihood significance and the odds ratio confidence limits spread.   
While immigration approval category was significant per se at the p<0.01 level, small 
differences were found in the likelihood of being enrolled between immigration approval 
categories. Only Family-Parent enrolments were significantly different from those of the 
referent Business category approvals, and this at a low p<0.1 (10%) level. Those in most 
other categories, including the Skilled Migrant Category, were also less likely to have 
enrolled, but not significantly. Those in the General Skills Category and those in the 
‘other’ grouping (including Talent approvals) were more likely overall to have enrolled 
than those in the Business categories. The General Skills and ‘other’ categories had 
greater odds but wide confidence levels providing a non-significant difference in likelihood 
of enrolment.   
The four other significant variables – marital status (p<0.05), and three post-arrival 
settlement factors: home ownership (p<0.05), citizenship (p<0.001), and overall 
satisfaction (p<0.001) – showed clear and significant differences in electoral enrolment 
within variables.  
Living in a married or partnered relationship and owning a home clearly made a 
difference to enrolment. These two factors, which could suggest a person is more 
personally and residentially settled – being married, and living in one’s own dwelling – 
contributed to greater enrolment.  
Participants who were married or partnered were significantly more likely to have enrolled 
than those who were single and had never been married. Those who were separated, 
divorced, or widowed were also more likely to be enrolled than single, unmarried 
immigrants, but the difference for this small group of immigrants was significant only at 
the p<0.10 level with wide confidence limits.  
Participants who did not own or share ownership of the dwelling they lived in were 
significantly less likely to have enrolled than those who did. The odds ratio for enrolment 
for an immigrant not owning his or her own home was around three-quarters that of a 
home owner.  
While being married and owning one’s own home were significant, having taken out New 
Zealand citizenship was more so. Those who had taken out New Zealand citizenship 
were very significantly more likely (p<0.001) to have enrolled than those who remained in 
New Zealand as permanent residents. Rather than just being a factor of a greater desire 
as citizens to participate in the political process, this difference would have been affected 
by the Electoral Enrolment Centre’s practice of contacting those who remained 
unenrolled when taking out citizenship to encourage them to enrol.  
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Level of satisfaction overall with life in New Zealand was also significant overall at the 
p<0.001 level. Within levels of satisfaction, there was no statistically significant difference 
between enrolments of the very satisfied and the satisfied. However, those who were 
neutral, that is neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, were significantly (p<0.001) less likely to 
be enrolled, as were those who were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied, with odds ratios 
around one-half and one-quarter, respectively, of those for immigrants who were satisfied 
overall.   
  29 
6 Discussion 
Participation in the electoral process is a fundamental element in a democracy, and being 
enrolled is a prerequisite for voting. In New Zealand, immigrants who are permanent 
residents have the right to vote in all government elections so long as they have been 
living in the country for 12 months and meet the general eligibility criteria. Not only are 
they able to vote, they are required by law, along with all eligible citizens, to register on 
the electoral roll whether or not they choose to cast a vote. However, as in the total 
population, eligibility and requirements do not always convert into electoral enrolment.  
Under-enrolment is an ongoing issue in New Zealand, as elsewhere. At November 2008, 
following an electoral enrolment campaign in the run-up to the 2008 general election, an 
estimated 4.7 percent of all eligible voters within the total eligible population were 
unenrolled (Electoral Commission, 2009). While there is concern in New Zealand 
regarding the non-enrolment of youth along with that of Maori and Pacific Islanders (Catt, 
2005; Electoral Commission, 2005, 2009; Ministry of Social Development, 2010), and 
more recently regarding the lack of electoral participation of North Asians, (Buck, 2009; 
Ip, 2001; Park 2006), there has been little research on electoral enrolment per se as a 
precursor to voting, or on the electoral participation of immigrants in general.  
The current study investigated the electoral enrolment of a representative sample of 
recent immigrants, using data from the Longitudinal Immigration Survey: New Zealand 
(LisNZ), and responses to a question on electoral enrolment. It found that recent 
immigrants were considerably less likely to be on the electoral roll than members of the 
total population. While just over 88 per cent of participants remaining in the LisNZ survey 
had enrolled, at least one in ten – 11.6 percent, more than twice the rate in the total 
population – were not enrolled three years after gaining permanent residence in the 
country.  
Single variable analysis and survey logistic regression, the latter taking into account the 
complex survey design and weighting of the sample, were used to identify those factors 
which could account for this non-enrolment of eligible migrants.    
Enrolment rates changed by age group, a variable widely found to be associated with 
voter activity in the total population in New Zealand and internationally,19 but this variable 
was not found to significantly affect the enrolment levels of the recent migrants in the 
study when other variables were controlled for. There was more marked under-enrolment 
among 18–29 year old LisNZ participants but, in contrast to the national trend for almost 
100 percent enrolment among older age groups, under-enrolment continued across all 
age groups.  
Nor was sex a significant factor, with females only marginally less likely to be enrolled 
than males.  
Marital status, in contrast, was significant. While just over three-quarters of never-married 
participants were under 30 years of age, an immigrant, irrespective of age and sex, who 
was living with a spouse or partner in New Zealand was more likely to be enrolled than 
one who had been but was no longer married, and was significantly more likely to have 
enrolled than one who was single and had never been married.  
  
                                                   
19 For example, Archer and Coletto (2007), Bevelander and Pendakur (2009), Catt (2005), Elections 
Canada (2003), Milan (2005).  
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Immigrants’ region of origin was found to be very significant. It was expected that 
immigrants from western democracies and more traditional source countries would be 
more likely to enrol. The following findings supported this prediction, assuming all other 
things were equal: 
• Immigrants from North Asia and South East Asia were significantly less likely to 
enrol than immigrants from the United Kingdom and Ireland. With North Asians 
predominantly from China, this finding supports other research that has found 
North Asians to be significantly less likely to participate in political activities than 
other groups, despite their generally high levels of education (Buck, 2009; Ip, 
2003; Park, 2006; Bevelander and Pendakur, 2009).  
• Immigrants from North America, who might have been expected to have similar 
enrolment patterns to people from the United Kingdom and Ireland, were also 
significantly less likely to have enrolled. 
• Immigrants from South Asia and ‘other’ regions were the most likely to have 
enrolled. South Asians have also been identified elsewhere as more likely to turn 
out in elections (Fieldhouse and Cutts, 2006).  
Besides source regions, immigrant approval categories also influenced enrolment. Those 
in the General Skills Category and the ‘Other’ group were more likely than others to be 
enrolled, and older Family-Parent approvals were the least likely to be enrolled. 
Differences blurred into insignificance, however, when weighting and other aspects of 
survey design in the LisNZ survey were controlled for. 
Being a principal or secondary applicant was not important. Nor did whether an 
application was lodged onshore or offshore (and so time in New Zealand before approval) 
appear to have any significant effect on outcomes. The low enrolment rate of former 
international students suggests that type of temporary visa held before gaining 
permanent residence may have been more important, but numbers across visa types 
were too low to confirm this.  
Some post-arrival factors proved significant, others not so. Feeling more settled, a 
difference often taken as a mark of a more positive immigrant outcome, was not 
significant, and did not necessarily lead to an increase in enrolment. Nor did 
discrimination result in negative enrolment patterns or prove significant.   
Feeling satisfied overall, however, was significantly and positively associated with 
enrolment. Not feeling satisfied, or feeling dissatisfied or very dissatisfied significantly and 
exponentially reduced the odds of being enrolled. Home ownership also significantly 
affected the chances of being enrolled, as did New Zealand citizenship.  
Owning one’s own home, a factor associated with a degree of financial and residential 
stability, increased the likelihood of enrolment. 
Being a New Zealand citizen increased it more. With the ability to vote in New Zealand 
without citizenship, taking out citizenship does not reflect a desire to meet criteria for 
political participation as it could elsewhere. However, in the process of gaining citizenship 
participants may have become more aware of their rights, or have been targeted by the 
Electoral Enrolment Centre in its programme to enrol erstwhile non-enrolled new citizens 
(Privacy Commissioner, nd).  
While employment and higher incomes tended to lead to increase enrolment, 
employment-related factors – widely identified as significant for the successful settlement 
and integration of immigrants of working age – had no significant effect on outcomes, and 
results were more mixed than expected. Factors other than economic ones were clearly 
important when it came to the engagement of recent immigrants in electoral participation 
in New Zealand.  
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7 Conclusion  
Most research, both international and national, related to electoral activities focuses on 
voter participation; there is a dearth of data on the enrolment of eligible voters and, within 
that group, on the enrolment of immigrants. However, with an immigration policy in New 
Zealand that has a targeted approval of 45,000-plus new permanent residents annually 
(Department of Labour, 2011), immigrant approvals are a significant addition to the 
eligible voter population.  
The current study has focused on the electoral enrolment rates of recent immigrants after 
three years of permanent residence in New Zealand using data from wave 3 of the LisNZ 
survey, and has examined salient factors associated with enrolment. When permanent 
resident non-citizens have the same electoral right to vote as citizens, as they do in New 
Zealand, the lack of electoral enrolment of more than 11 percent of recent immigrants 
marks not only a degree of isolation from political participation, from inclusion in the wider 
society and the democratic process, but also their under-representation on the electoral 
roll as an administrative data source.  
If a democracy is to be a system of government involving all the eligible members of a 
country, typically through elected representatives, and the numbers are to add up, the 
large number of recent immigrants who are missing from the electoral roll need to be 
considered.  
The weighted nature of the results, the strata used in the survey design, and the 
consequent need to use survey regression analysis for the data mean caution needs to 
be applied in making generalisations about recent immigrants. However, the findings of 
this study suggest the need for further research into the political participation of 
immigrants in New Zealand. This includes studying the relationship between socio-
economic factors (including social connectivity) and electoral participation; the 
relationship between enrolment and voting; and how best to target immigrants in 
enrolment campaigns to get them onto the electoral roll. 
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